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The Red Dress 


Author's Notes: 

In 1983 Robert Plant released his second solo album titled The Principle of Moments. One of the tracks was a 
song Thru’ With the Two Step. It's one of my favourites. Its lyrics inspired me to write this story. Please, give 
this song a try. 


Thru: With the Two Step 

Dance by me close, tell ‘em all to go 

Once for the money but I'm through with the show 
And move with me gently, oh so slow 

Hold me and maybe, we'll never let go, never let go 
I'm through with sneakin’, been cutting it close 

Thru' with the two step, oh where the rhythm is lost 
Thru' with the two step, where the rhythm is lost 
Oh yes it's love in any key 

You opened up the door, now | know it's got to be 


Now my cards on the table, hands on the deck 


Now A is for able, oh, pause for breath 

My willing baby, now can't you see 

Little girl, it's not for me 

So you waltzed into my life, one two three 
Warmth of your smile, oh let it please be me 
Please let it be me, you switch and swirl, oh swing and sway 
Stay till the sun.. 

Stay till the sun comes and don't go away 
Stay till the sun comes and don't go away 
Don't go away, don't go away, aah 

It might be cozy baby please don't go now 


Stay till the sun comes and don't go away 

Stay till the sun comes and don't go away 

Don't go away, don't go away, aah 

It might be cozy baby please don't go now 

And its buy me, don't buy me baby, baby 
Please don't go, oh, oh, don't go away now baby 
And its bye me, baby now please don't go away 


Recently, during lockdown, while | was making a general cleaning in my house, | found this small jewellery box. 
Inside, amongst few rings which | haven't worn for a long while and almost forgot and some old, patinated silver 
bracelets | found one unusual pendant. | was sure that | had lost it years ago in some hotel somewhere, but it 
came out that it was peacefully resting in my own house. It made me very happy. | took it to my hand, 
admiring its slightly dim glow. A recollection from the past came back to me. A flashback of a woman .. A 
woman who was the biggest mystery in my life. 


| met her at a very dark time in my life. | was standing at a crossroads, not knowing which way to take. | used 
to sing about the fact that when there are two paths in life that you can follow, you should not hesitate, 
because in the long run there is always time to change the one you have chosen. | was young and naive. It's a 
pity that this young, pathetic buffoon who | was couldn't find an advice for himself on what to do BEFORE that 
path will be chosen. At this crossroads where | found myself there was no signpost anywhere around, no hint 


of what was behind the bend. 
| had everything, lost most of it. 


|, Robert Plant from Led Zeppelin A man who lost a child, a best friend, a band. A man whose marriage was 
just falling apart. Leaving home without a word, secret meetings, empty words whispered in someone's ear and 
forgotten immediately afterwards. Empty promises, disappointed glances. Lies circling around me like intrusive 


flies. No joy. Depression lurking in the shadows, just waiting to pull its greedy claws out for me once again 


Robbie Blunt - guitarist, my neighbour and friend - told me about this child who needed help, to raise money 
for treatment. | wrote a check, it was the easiest of all. But someone came up with the idea of a charity 
performance in a pub not that far from us. It was enough to gather few fellow musicians from the 
neighbourhood, discuss the repertoire, rehearse it and go to play. What would have been the easiest thing in 
the world a year, two years earlier, suddenly became almost impossible for me. | couldn't bring myself to 


stand on stage again. But Robbie was patient. 


We all met at my house twice and chose some songs from the 1950s and |160s. We did one rehearsal in an old 
barn, where | had a small recording studio for years. | could sing to that music. It reminded me of my early 
teenage years, before all the madness and misfortunes that came later. | had one condition: my name wouldn't 


appear on the bill. We came up with a name for our band that meant nothing to anyone. 


Two hours before the show we were already there, the pub was almost full. A hundred people? One hundred 
and fifty perhaps? As you can see, there was no need to use my hackneyed name to get people to open their 


wallets. 


The pub was cramped, noisy, hot, with small stage. Smell of cigarette smoke and beer. Jukebox playing in the 
background. Every possible seat was occupied, except for three spaces: the stage, a table for me and the boys 
in the corner of the room, and one seat at the bar at the far end, near the window. There was a sheet of 
paper on the counter with the word "reserved" written on it with thick black marker. | didn't think much about 
it back then, in the beginning. An identical sheet of paper was lying on our table. What to think about? 


| saw the bartender, then barely met that day, today a good friend of mine, chasing someone away several 
times, politely but firmly pointing to the sheet of paper with "reserved" on it and shaking his head in denial. We 
started playing. I'd lie if | said that | didn't get a thrill of excitement standing there with the microphone in my 
hand. | even felt... a little bit of happiness. 


The audience reacted spontaneously to our efforts. Interacting with a crowd of that size standing so close that 
you can almost see the colour of people's eyes is completely different from an anonymous crowd in a stadium 


or a large hall. 
Did they want Zeppelin? Of course they did. They didn't get it. | couldn't sing that stuff. 


| didn't notice when she came. | just looked at the bar at some moment and she was already there. She was 
sitting sideways to the stage, not interested in the performance. She was staring at the window. There was a 
glass in front of her with something which looked like Scotch on rocksShe was completely ignoring what was 
happening around her. People were talking, drinking, moving, and she was as still as a rock, staring at something 


outside the window. She couldn't see anything there, it was already dark, but it didn't bother her obviously. 


About halfway of our show, | sat down at the side of the stage sipping beer and trying to smile back at the 
smiles from the audience. Only | know how much it cost me. Robbie and the guys were playing an instrumental 


piece, the crowd at the bar thinned out, some people started dancing on those little pieces of free floor. 


The girl, the woman - from that distance it was hard to guess how old she was - finally drank her Scotch or 
whatever she had in that glass. The bartender refilled it. From my place | had a good view. When the alcohol 
reappeared in front of her, she reached into the purse she had slung over the back of a bar stool, pulled 
something out of it, and handed it to the bartender. He reached behind him and hung the car key on a hook 
next to a battery of alcohol bottles. A sensible move, especially if she was going to stay in the pub for 
further drinks. She also took some bills from her wallet and handed them to the bartender as well. Then she 


rested her head on a hand and stared out the window again It was time for me to sing again. 


| didn't look at her very often, she was one of many people in the pub. Yet her stillness somehow drew my 


eyes Towards her, it was a distinctive element in the crowd. 


Someone sat down next to her. Some guy obviously wanted to chat. She didn't even move. It was the bartender 
who reacted, lightly tugging on the sleeve of the guy's shirt. He said something and shook his head. The guy 
left her alone. She put her hand to her face, it looked like she was wiping away tears. Then froze again for a 


long moment staring at the window, with the second glass of scotch untouched in front of her. 


| raised my empty beer glass towards the bar. The bartender saw my gesture and after a while brought a 
new one. | didn't want to get drunk that evening, | was just thirsty. We kept on playing. 


When | looked again, her seat was empty, as was the glass. Where did she go? Did she leave the pub? | looked 
around but couldn't see her anywhere. It took me a few minutes to notice that she was coming from the 
toilets. Then | noticed her outfit. She wore a long, dark red gown with a slit on her thigh and high heels. An 
extremely elegant set for an evening in an ordinary, small-town pub. Her hair was dark, straight, slightly longer 
than shoulder length. When she pushed it aside, | saw a long, dangling earring. She sat down in her seat, the 
bartender poured her for a third time. And then she turned to the stage, looking straight at me. It made me 
shudder. | smiled at her, but she didn't reply with a smile. In fact, she had the saddest face I've ever seen | 
felt an immediate, strange bond with her. It was obvious that she was going through some difficult times too. 
She didn't take her eyes off me. Did she see me or was | just the element she focused on? It was hard to 


tell. 


The concert was over. Some people were about to leave, some had already left. Also Robbie and the others 

packed their instruments and sat at our table for the night's last beer. We had a transport home set, as it 
was over fifteen years ago - someone's van or bus was supposed to wait for us and take us to our homes, 
wives, children .| didn't want to go back. | wanted to stay and talk to that woman. She was also not going 


anywhere. 


The bartender started the jukebox. Just sixties’ songs, almost a continuation of our concert. A bit of rock 'n' 
roll, but most of them slow and calm. Several couples danced on the dance floor. The woman in the red dress 
drank another Scotch, watching them indifferently. Leg crossed on that high bar chair, thigh visible in the 
opening of the dress. She wore stockings. Another element of this sophisticated outfit. Very tempting. Someone 
approached her again, asking her to dance. She looked at him and shook her head. He asked again, trying to 
convince her but she refused again The bartender on the other side of the bar was approaching them slowly, 


ready to fob off that fella, but he let go. Bowed his head briefly and walked away. 


The woman got off the chair, approached the jukebox and turned on Clapton's or rather Derek and the 
Dominoes’ "Bell Bottom Blues". | liked this song. As it was an often case with Eric, he sang about his 
disappointed love, begged for another day with his lover who rejected him. Life wasn't easy for this poor chap 
either. And she, the Red Dress, as | started to call her in my head, began to dance. Very slowly. She swung and 
swirled with her eyes closed. | could see clearly then, tears were flowing down her face. | didn't listen to what 
my friends were saying, also glancing at her with interest. | got up and started walking towards her. | saw the 
bartender giving me signs to leave her alone, | ignored him. Not that | was so self-confident, believing that she 
wouldn't say "no" to me. She just attracted me, like a mermaid luring a lost sailor in the stormy sea. | 
approached at that exact moment when she staggered and burst into tears. | grabbed her gently so she 
wouldn't fall. She hid her face on my chest and sobbed excruciatingly. A dozen or so glances were directed at 
us. | held her in my arms, swaying gently. It was like a very slow dance. After a while, she wrapped her arms 
around my waist and let me lead through two more songs. Finally she raised her head and for the first time 


really looked at me. Her eyes were very dark brown, still full of tears with slightly smeared makeup. 
-Tell them all to go - she said with a soft, pleasant voice. 
-Don't pay attention .. It's just two of us - | whispered to her. 


There was no longer crowdy in the pub, but still there were some customers left. | wanted to be alone with 
her, but | couldn't chase them away from there. She put her head my chest again We continued dancing at 
this unhurried pace, paying no particular attention to whether we did or didn't fit in with the rhythm of the 
songs. A different melody played for us. Just for us. Robbie and the others got up and started walking towards 
us. | nodded to them that they could go without me. Robbie raised his hand in a gesture of goodbye, smiling 


meaningfully. | ignored it. 


We danced for a long time, | lost track of how many songs it was. Finally she stopped. Suddenly, as if someone 
had turned off the music, halfway through the song. She turned around and slowly walked off towards the bar. 
| followed her with my eyes standing in the middle of the pub, suddenly feeling useless. She reached for her 
purse and headed towards the stairs that led to the upper floor, where the rooms for rent were located. She 
passed me by without a word, without even glancing at me. She only turned at the last moment when she 
could still see the pub, before she took the bend of the stairs. Her gaze found mine and held it for several 
seconds. Then she took the next steps and disappeared from my sight. | hesitated for a blink of an eye. | 
followed her, feeling an unfriendly gaze of the bartender on my back. She was waiting for me in the open door 


of her room, | entered. 
She kissed me first. 


| didn't ask her name until she was lying in my arms, brushing strands of dark hair from her slightly sweaty 
forehead. 


- |t doesn't matter. What you need my name for? 


- I'm Robert. | wish | could call you somehow, not only the Red Dress .. Even in my mind .. 

- Just pick a name that you think suits me. It really doesn't matter to me .. 

| looked into her eyes and thought. For some reason she reminded me of a flower. The color of her dress made 
it easy to associate her with a rose with velvety petals in a deep, rich shade of wine. But as she lay naked 
next to me, so slim and delicate, her pale skin contrasting with her dark hair and eyes she reminded me of.. 
calla lily. An elegant flower on a slender stem, with a single petal lovingly enveloping the intoxicatingly fragrant 
interior. They grew in my garden 


- Lily .. - | whispered. - I'll call you Lily. You remind me of calla lily. 


Perhaps it was just an illusion, but it seemed to me that for a split second | saw in her eyes .. What was it? 


Surprise? Fear? Had | accidentally guessed her name? She didn't comment on my choice in any way though 
- Why are you so sad, Lily? What happened today? You want to talk? - | asked her. 

She shook her head 

- No, it's fine, as it is now. What are the words for? Besides, we don't even know each other. 


- It's true, but sometimes its good to talk to someone, to cast off the burden I'd love to get to know you 


better. 

She smiled sadly. 

- You wouldn't, believe me, Robert. 

- How can you know that? 

- You can call it an experience. 

- | don't understand. Explain this to me. 

- You don't have to understand. What about you? Will you tell me why there is so much sadness in you? 
- im not sad.. 

She laughed contemptuously. 

- You wish me to open myself to you, and you're not going to be honest yourself. It doesn't make sense. 


- You're right, I'm sorry. Its probably a matter of habit. Lately my life has been full of lies. 


She looked at me thoughtfully. 

- Tell me - she said finally - Just don't lie to me. | know who you are and what you do. 
- OK, but on condition that you will tell me about yourself in return 

After longer reflection, she agreed. 


| told her about everything that had happened in my life in the last few years that made me lose my joy in 
life or the will to live. She didn't interrupt me and listened carefully. And then she began her story. 


| promised her that | wouldn't tell anyone what she was talking about. | understood too well why she was so 
despairing, what was the reason for the sadness on her face. She must have been an extremely strong person 
if she could somehow bear the enormity of the misfortunes that befallen her. And she was probably the 


loneliest person I've ever met. She literally had no one. Not anymore. 


Her story was long. Sometimes she was stopping and crying while telling it. | held her in my arms then, which 
was the only thing | could do at that moment to comfort her. She usually avoided names of people and places. 
In her opinion they weren't relevant to the story. But all those which slipped from her mouth, | remembered 


very well Finally she finished. A heavy silence fell between us. 


- Lily.. l'm sure that at least some of your problems can be resolved. l'm ready to help you. We have lots in 


common, | know that you too can see it now.. Stay with me. We can cope with it together. 


| made my decision quickly without giving it a deeper thought, but | was absolutely sure that | was able to help 
her. And it was totally not about the money. | wanted to do this. But she shook her head again. 


- No, Robert. It won't succeed. Each of us has our own path to follow. We are a couple of castaways 
accidentally thrown on their rafts in the same direction. But the waves are rising, each of us will surrender to 
them, they will separate us. 

- We'll fight them. | believe we can be happy together. 

A warm smile lit up her face. For the first time. She was beautiful. 

- You're an amazing guy, but you wouldn't be happy with me. You can see yourself that misfortune is chasing 


me all my life. Lilies are toxic, did you know? .. You don't deserve this, you've been through enough. Now you 


have to move on, you can handle it. You're great at what you do, don't waste it. 


- What about you? 


- |.. can handle my problems too. Our conversation.. you.. You helped me to finally make a decision, | know what 


| should do. | have to go, Robert. Thark you for everything, 
She got up and began collecting her clothes. 

- Stay, Lily. Please. 

- | can't, Really. 

| grabbed her by the hand. She didn't took it away. 

- Please, at least until the sun comes .. 


She looked at me with those big dark eyes, smiled again, and went back to bed. | hugged her tightly. | felt an 
overwhelming need to keep her with me for as long as possible. | stroked her soft skin, felt the warmth of her 
naked body, pressed my cheek against her smooth hair. | liked her, found her attractive, but that wasn't what 
made me want to hold her in my arms. A need arose in me to look after her, alleviate her in those 
misfortunes, give her peace and finally chase away all those dark clouds that had been over her head for too 
long. | believed that I'd be able to do this if she only wanted to stay with me. On the other hand, she said she 
had made a decision... It sounded somehow strange. My stomach churned when | heard that. | didn't want her to 


go away. 
| don't know when | fell asleep. 


When | woke up, she was gone. | could still see the shape of her body on the sheets. | put my hand to it, 
hoping that maybe it was still warm. It wasn't. | hid my face in her pillow. Only the sweet smell of her hair 
remained. | had to accept that she was gone. She gave me more time than she intended anyway. | was 
strangely sad, but this sadness had a different tone. For the first time in a long time, | felt that | really 
wanted to get out of bed and do something. Not because | had to or it was expected from me. | felt a surge 
of energy. 


As | shook off the covers in order to make the bed, something fell out of it, flickered and disappeared under 
the dresser. | looked there and found one of her earrings. She must have lost it. | put it in my wallet. 


When | went down to the pub for breakfast, | asked the bartender about her. | was curious if he knew any of 
what | had learned myself or maybe even more. For some reason, he didn't seem to be pleased that | was 
asking about her. He seemed to be angry with me for spending the night with her, but answered my question 


- In fact | know nothing about her. | bought this pub three years ago. The previous owner only told me that it 
would be nice of me to keep a reserved seat at the end of the bar every year, on exactly that one particular 
day, because she might come. He told me that the first time she had come was six or seven years ago. Yeah, 
seven, | guess .. He noticed her then because she was very smartly dressed, as if she fled from some posh 


party. She wasn't talkative, only drank She was paying no attention to anyone except him and only when she 


was ordering another drink Eventually he asked her if she had any way to get home and she just gave him 
the car keys and asked for a room. Paid for everything and left in the morning, rather early because nobody 
noticed. He wouldn't have thought about her too much but she had reappeared a year later. The scenario was 
similar. She had taken the same seat, even dressed similarly, the most probably the same. This is from my 
own experience, because since | own this pub, she always comes dressed identically: long, elegant red dress, 
high heels, stockings. The previous owner said that when she sat down at the bar, he tried to talk to her, but 
she was just looking at him with that sad look. It really makes you shiver as she stares. It feels like she 
doesn't see what she's looking at, as if everything is transparent, did you notice that? 


| nodded. 
- We never even got to know her name.. - The bartender continued, glancing at me curiously. 


- She didn't reveal it to me either - | replied to an unasked question His eyebrows rose in surprise. | didn't 
want to comment on that. 


- So, the next year my predecessor was wondering if she'd come again. Every time when someone sat down at 
the end of the bar, he asked that person to sit somewhere else, saying it was reserved. When he finally got 
tired of talking, put a piece of paper there and waited. She showed up in the evening, elegantly dressed again, 
exactly like the two previous times, after a second drink she gave him the car keys, and he handed her the 
key to the room upstairs, the same as before. She stayed up late, disappeared early in the morning. That's 
basically it. The only activity she has during her stay here is starting the jukebox. She particularly likes that 
one Clapton song.. She doesn't even order drinks anymore. She always drinks the same, so l'm just refilling her 


glass. Sometimes she drinks less, sometimes more. And she's always fucking sad. 
- And none of the guests knew her? The bartender shrugged. 


- No. | know that the previous owner asked the locals about her, | did the same after her first visit during 
my tenure, but everyone just shakes their heads. She's not from here, that's for sure. But what business she 
has here, why she comes, nobody knows. Last year | even wanted to capture the moment when she pulls up to 
the parking lot to check what she's driving, maybe write down the license plate number, | don't know.. | felt like 
a detective, you know.. This girl intrigued me. | got myself help at the bar for the evening and waited outside. 


- And..? 


- | saw her only when she was approaching the entrance to the pub, can you imagine? She must have left the 


car somewhere else and came on foot. | decided to try this year, but your concert just happened.. 
- We thwarted your plans.. 


He laughed. 


- Yeah, you did. I'll wait until next year. | hope she'll come back. The scenario is always the same. Only this 


year did she behave differ ently... 
- Meaning what? 


- Well, first of all, she has never danced so far, only set up the jukebox. Sometimes it looked like she was 
crying at the bar, but she did it discreetly. Her yesterday's outburst was something new. And she never ever 
let anyone get close to her. You were the first.. And did she tell you something about herself? 


He watched me closely, probably hoping that | could reveal something to him, but | remained silent. | didn't 
want to fail her trust. 


| asked for a piece of paper and something to write. | wrote down my phone number and handed it to the 


bartender. 

- | have something that belongs to her. If she will show up looking for something, give her that number. 
- You can leave it at the bar. She will probably show up next year. 

- No .. Id like to give it to her personally. 


- Of course you would.. - The bartender smirked at me as he put the note in a drawer under the bar, but | 


ignored it. Soon after | said goodbye and went home. 


| was counting on her call, but that didn't happen. | was visiting that pub several times, stepping in for a beer 
or dinner. | befriended with Peter, the bartender. The girl didn't show up. We both hoped to see her in her 


usual place soon, on this one particular day of the year. 


| was recovering, started working again, my things were getting slowly better and better. | fervently hoped it 
was the same for her. On the calendar | marked in red, like her dress, the date when she should have arrived 


at the pub. | wanted to be there. | did everything to be free then 


| arrived at early evening so as not to miss her arrival. A long earring was safely resting in my wallet. The 
bartender greeted me like an old friend As in recent years, on the bar, next to her usual place, there was a 


note informing about the reservation. | sat down a little further and had a chat with Peter. 


Time passed unnoticed. Pub guests came and went. At IO pm we started to realize that the Red Dress should 
have arrived a long time ago. At midnight, we had to accept that for the first time in ten years, she hadn't 
come. | felt a huge disappointment, Peter was very excited. He was wondering what could have happened. 
Finally, late at night, we parted. He went to his apartment near the pub and | went to the room | rented there, 


next to her room. 


The next day, when | was at hore, | looked through the criminal columns in the newspapers looking for news of 
accidents. It came to my mind that maybe something bad happened to her on the way. | did this for two or 
three consecutive days. It later turned out that Peter had come up with the same idea, going so far as to call 
the surrounding hospitals, asking if some women had been brought to them from the accident. All to no avail. 


Nothing dramatic happened that night. 
A year later | couldn't come, | was on tour. But | had Peter's phone number, so | called The girl was gone. 


One day | took the earring to a jeweler so that he would redo its clasp a little. He made it a pendant that | had 


with me for the next several years, wearing it every day for at least one of them. 


As for visits to the pub on the anniversary of our meeting, it was different in the following years. Sometimes 
| could show up, sometimes | couldn't. But | was always making a call to Peter then, asking about her. The Red 
Dress didn't show up any more. 


Peter and | remembered her every time we met, sometimes one of the regulars was joining us. She was well 


known there as a mysterious Lady in Red. It has become a kind of ritual of ours. 


Years passed, the public internet appeared. | recalled and tried everything she told me to find her trace. | even 
hired my son to do this, hoping that the younger generation had some mysterious skills of retrieving 


information which are unavailable to us, old fogeys. All to no avail 


Peter doesn't run that pub anymore, though he is still there a lot. He passed it on to his son who knows the 
history of the Red Dress. To this day, at the farthest seat at the bar, there is a sheet of paper, now 
elegantly framed, with information about the reservation Not only on that one day of a year. It stands there 
every day. No one else has the right to sit there. 


Its hard to believe, but forty years have passed since the day | met her there, once in my life. | want to 
believe that her life has turned out well, that she is finally happy, maybe just like me, she even has children 
and grandchildren. | can't admit the thought that .. perhaps she hasn't been with the living for many years 
already. For me, she will always be that beautiful, dark-eyed and dark-haired girl in a wonderful, sexy red 
dress. And until she calls me, her earring will stay with me. I'm still waiting .. Lily .? 


